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Desert of Flames 


Author's Notes: 
Inspired by photo by Ross Halfin. 


He could tell Steve was nervous. He was always nervous about something these days, fidgeting and quiet, he'd 
been pulling away from his friends for months now. They'd discussed it at length, deciding the only thing to do 
was really leave him to his own devices and wait until he came around. They'd all been there at one point or 
another, the fame and money and women padding their egos along with their bank accounts. He'd always been 
the uneasy one, from the first time a bird threw her bra onstage all those years ago. Steve didn't seem to fit 
the image, couldn't handle the lifestyle. Square pegs he'd once mentioned. Phil prided himself on being a bit 
wiser, the watch around his wrist meaning much more to him than the sheer amount it had cost him 


financi ally. 


Today was to be a good day, half a day of a photoshoot with their good mate Ross and then the other half 
off, free to do as they chose. Personally Phil was headed to the gym - lots of fit women there and a good 
opportunity to work on his own slowly developing structure. The booze had long since gone for him, the 
blackouts had been a harsh kick in the arse as to why he needed to leave that scene. Steve had been the best 


of company during those dark days, laughing and plotting along, with a bottle always ready and waiting. A bottle 
and a guitar, it was all both of them seemed to have at the time. Probably why they got along so well in the 

first place. It was ludicrous how something as trivial as a watch could cause such a rift. Phil doubted if Steve 
knew what had happened or the massive veer back onto the straight path that Phil had suddenly taken. Steve 

was drinking more recently, undoubtedly to fill the hole in his life and time Phil left. 


Ross was easy to work with, having photographed them before they really ‘made it and having a real eye for 
his subjects. The photos he took were always great - the band was happy and the record company was happy, 
a rare occurrence these days. Plus he was as rock and roll as they were, always at the gigs and going to the 
best parties. Phil had been impressed as Ross' natural ability, his own foray in to photography having ended 
with the Polaroid camera an ex had bought him. Steve seemed ambivalent as best, sometimes downright 
ashamed to be photographed. The girls loved him, he had no reason to be ashamed, but for whatever reason 


he seemed embarrassed. 


Arriving at Ross’ rented studio, Phil took his guitar out of the boot. He'd only been asked to bring the one prop 
for the shoot, it would be pretty minimal this time, just them against a backdrop. Ross' studio was small but 
homely, not the type of place you'd expect such quality work to come from. The main room was part of a 
divided warehouse, the exposed pipes and high ceiling not what one would customarily expect for a posh studio. 
The echoes along were enough to drive him mad and he wondered to himself how someone could work in such 


an environment day in and day out. His trained ears were already starting to ring. 


It didn't take long to find the staged area. Ross was cursing and shouting as his assistants scrambled with the 
lights and screens. Phil found a blank space of wall and set down his guitar case, flicking some lint off his jacket 
and smoothing his jeans. He didn't see Steve anywhere, but saw Ross in a blur as he ran around metering and 


sweeping the backdrop. 


"Phil, god, sorry its a mess. Jim here is new and doesn't quite get it yet." A thin youth slunk in the back and 
dragged a heavy looking lamp out of the way back into the darkness. "Steve's not with you?" 


"Nah, he's on his own" Before they would have ridden together, grateful for the company. Steve didn't 
understand him anymore and didn't quite know how to help either. He felt useless and clumsy. 


"Yeah, Michelle will fix your makeup while we wait" Phil was used to it, and took to the makeup better than 
Joe had, his time as a glam rocker paying off for a change. Michelle put on the uncomfortable base and 
tousled his hair, putting more chemicals in it than he ever did on his own. It still looked the same, even after 
all the fussing. Not much would change the thinness or the fact he looked queer with it long. That was for the 
other guys. He was destined to a life of barber trips and a bit of mousse. 


Waiting for Steve, they chatted about current events, people Ross had shot and places Phil had played. 
Girlfriends and family. They'd both been busy with the rock scene and doing well, the conversation flowing 
naturally between two old friends. 


Half an hour later, Phil was checking his watch. Steve was late again. "Probably holed up inside a bottle," Phil 


explained. "I'll call ‘inm." 


Ross pointed towards the office where the phone was. With timing borne out of necessity, Steve paused at the 
doorway, leaning heavily against the frame. The white shirt looked much too large on him. Slim cuts and high 
rises were in for jeans, but even the slimmest cut in London still was baggy on Steve. The black leather belt 


seemed to be the only thing holding the outfit together, cinched tight around his thin waist. "Lo," he said 


meekly, setting down his beat up case. 


"Hi Steve." Ross was much more composed than Phil, who was ready to shake his fellow ‘Terror Twin’. Angry 
and relieved, Phil grabbed a cloth and polished his guitar, wiping away what few fingerprints would catch under 
the hot lights. "C'mere, let the girl get you made up quickly." 


She patted and preened Steve, batting her eyelashes and swaying her hips in a way she hadn't done while 
working on Phil. Steve was oblivious, stroking the neck of his guitar and staring glassily off into space. 


Damn him, he was jumpy again today. He'd either already been on a bender or hadn't stopped from the night 
before. Phil sat on the small makeup desk and wiped down his guitar again, giving up and moving to wipe the 
constant smudges from Steve's. Everywhere he wiped, Steve seemed to trace with his fingers, undoing all Phil's 


work Quickly Phil gave up, Ross would just have to deal with fingerprints marring the shiny surface. 


Michelle gave up on Steve, shrugging her shoulders and setting down the can of finishing hairspray. His already 
startled eyes were red and dry, not how the record company wanted him looking for these promo shots. Ross 
pulled a small bottle out of his photography kit and tossed it at Michelle. "Drop him." Phil recognized the Visine 


anywhere, he'd used it himself enough just trying to make it home some nights. 


Steve allowed his head to be pushed back and his eyes to be pulled apart. The man who wouldn't say more 
than a few words to his best mates strangely letting some tart do whatever she wanted to him. He blinked 
and pushed the excess drops out, wet trails running from the corners of his eyes. Michelle dabbed at the 
streaks, powdering back in what wiped off. Steve's eyes were better, whiter, but no more focused than they 


had been before. 


"Ross," Steve spoke softly. "Have you got anything?" He was shaking in the chair, knobbly knees knocking 
together and fingers fretting invisible chords. 


He looked up from his camera, nodding his head silently towards the back of the cavernous room, hidden in the 
shadows away from prying eyes. Steve smiled quickly and hopped down from the chair, holding his guitar by 
the bolt and disappearing into the dark. "He'd best not get fucked, | can't postpone this any longer.’ 


Phil peered into the dark, the slight clicking noises ringing out over the sounds of Ross‘ camera switches and 
dials. "He'll be fine. He's.. just uncomfortable, that's all” Ross hummed and mounted the plate camera on his 
tripod, starting to line things up for the work to come. Taking his spot under the bright lights, Phil ran his 
hands through his stiff hair and waited patiently. Steve would be along in his time, he just took a bit longer to 


center himself than everyone else did. 


Walking straighter than he had before, with his shoulders back instead of hunched forward, Steve saddled up 
next to Phil, his sneakers scuffing the white backdrop Ross had rolled down from the scaffolding behind it. 
"Alright?" Phil whispered, straightening Steve's guitar strap. 


The hip flask lodged permanently in his back pocket was great for most things, but wouldn't cut it for a photo 
session Phil slid the metal vessel out and passed it to an assistant, knowing Steve tracked it with his eyes until 
he saw where it was sat. Half his courage left him to sit on the makeup table. 


Steve only nodded, pinching his nose and wiping it with his hand, his blonde locks bouncing despite the sheer 
amount of hairspray holding them in check. 


He did look good, the flowing shirt giving him an almost ethereal presence with his sleek lines and long hair. 
Plant a par can behind him and he'd look angelic. Phil was about to suggest the idea to Ross when fluttery 
hands brushed at his jacket, wiping away invisible lint balls and smoothing the lapels. Steve looked focused for a 
second, the way he used to back years ago. It was a look Phil had missed without realizing. 


A grim smile and Steve turned to face the camera, sliding his guitar around and holding it in an axe-wielding 
pose. Phil matched him, trying to find a rock and roll enough stance to satisfy Ross’ artistic sensibilities and 
the the record companies wishes. Ross directed them for a few minutes - move this way or make this face. 
Pretty typical stuff. It was his way of warming up for a few plates. Phil posed and played for the camera, 
doing as he was told and trying to make things more interesting. He watched Ross work, hunched over the 
canopy of his camera, thumb clicking and flipping things on his camera faster than Phil could play his guitar. 


Steve's feet slowed as the shoot continued, dragging in his trainers and shuffling where they should have been 
quick and steady. A few times Steve had leaned against Phil, grabbing him at the shoulder or waist to balance 

himself. He wasn't fooling anyone but no one called him on it either. It was Steve; that was the way he was. It 

didn't seem to affect his playing or writing, so they left him to it. Phil didn't want to see what would happen if 
his drinking really became a problem one day. He'd heard about Pete but had been savvy enough not to pry 


overmuch. 


"Steady on, mate." Phil stood him up straight again. He was much too woozy Too soon, he must have really 


been at it already. It was only half past eleven and appeared it would be a very long day. 


Ross clicked a few more frames of them being casual then looked up from his camera. "Let's break while | 
change rolls. There's some fruit back there." His assistants swarmed around him and Phil and Steve were left 
to their own devices. Steve ambled towards makeup, reclaiming his flask and taking a long swig. Phil bummed a 
thimble full from him, needing to keep in his trust and regain acceptance. To prove he was still one of the boys 
and someone Steve could relate to. The expected taste of softened cranberries never hit him, the harsh 
almost metallic sting of pure alcohol razed a hot trail down his throat as he swallowed. The flask was already 
half empty, Steve must have downed a good portion of it in the car park before even coming inside. He never 
left home without it being full. Trying not to grimace, he passed it back to Steve who took another drink 


before recapping it, reluctantly setting it back on the table. He seemed to calm again, the slight tremours gone 


from his hands and his legs no longer looking like they'd snap at any time. The haunted look in his eyes 


remained as Michelle came back and hit Steve with the Visine again. 


"I'd like to shoot a few without the guitars this time." Ross already had his plates switched, ready to continue. 
Wanting this to end quickly, Phil unshouldered his guitar and set in in the padded case, tucking the strap across 
the body. Steve stood frozen halfway to the backdrop, delicate hands clutching at the neck. Some of his hair 
had gotten caught under the thick strap. It he was any less anesthetized it probably would have hurt. But if 
he hasn't so bloody thin he wouldn't need such a thick strap to spread the guitar's weight out. The Les Pauls 
were heavy but Phil had shouldered worse, Steve's 1215 just about pulled him onto his face. 


Phil stopped one of Ross’ assistants from taking Steve's guitar. He often complained he felt naked without a 
guitar around his neck, and he wasn't in a state today to be left vulnerable under the lights. "S'allright. Leave 


‘em be." 


Ross just shrugged and looked back into his camera, waiting for the guitarists to get back into position. "I'd like 


to get some shots of everyone separate first." 


Steve slinked back out of the bright lights, inching his way back towards the make up table. Phil went first by 
default, Ross snapping pictures quickly as he flexed and posed. Steve had his turn after some liquid courage, 
clearly not as comfortable as Phil had been. They would make for some nice photos though, even if he did look 
a bit like a pirate/angel as he shifted around. All that was missing was the parrot. But that was the old Steve. 
The one who played jokes and laughed constantly and drank with the rest of them. All that was left of the old 
Steve was the drinking. 


"OK, a few more together with the guitars and we'll call it done." Ross changed rolls again and Phil put his arm 
around Steve's shoulders, steadying him and supporting him. Steve's guitar hung loosely at his side, more of a 
security blanket at this point than an actual prop. The weight was pulling him off balance, he was bound to fall 
over sooner or later. Pulling him closer, Phil got a good grasp on his shoulder and locking their bodies together 


and praying Steve could hold on for another half hour or so. 


Phil turned away from Ross and whispered at Steve. “C'mon, pull it together. Just a bit longer." Ross had 
resumed taking photos, capturing moments Phil would rather not see preserved for posterity. 


"Loosen up guys. Casual." Ross clicked. "What about that Blades match last week?" 

His attempt to keep the atmosphere low key backfired. "Oh fuck," Steve moaned. "Wanna go home." 

"Soon. Just a few more, ok?" Hesitantly, Phil reached up behind Steve's back and started combing through his 
hair where the camera wouldn't see. It was the one thing that always relaxed him no matter what condition he 


was in. "Just a few more and I'll take you home." 


Steve's head rested on Phil's shoulder. "Mmm. Tired." 


Jostling his shoulder and pushing Steve's head off him, Phil steadied him again. "Eyes open, look at Ross. Just a 


few more mate, | promise." 


Steve shifted his guitar again, dropping the neck and wrapping his left arm around Phil's back. Steve's legs were 
bowing out under him, threatening to give way. He was already twisted slightly in towards Phil, his fingers like 
sharp knives through Phil's thick jacket. Hips bumping together and sides rubbing, things only used to be like 
this late at night after the bars closed, walking and staggering back from wherever they had held court that 
night. 


"Keep him up, dammit!" So much wavering wouldn't be good for the pictures. Not only was Steve affecting his 
own work, it was going to affect Ross’ as well. Desperately, Phil grabbed the back of Steve's neck and tried to 
hold his head up for him. Phil felt Steve's eyes on him as he tried to salvage the session 


"Steve, god, stop it" The worst bit was all that Steve ever wanted was a pat on the back from his father and 
acknowledgment. With both of their issues, it was a lose-lose situation and Steve was the one who bore the 
brunt of the poor relationship. Phil wanted to kick both of them, sit them down and make them get over it, 


but Barrie turned violent when drunk as much as Steve turned withdrawn and paranoid. 


A whispered wheeze caught Phil's ear. It was a noise of anguished defeat, real pain that was rarely voiced. 
Without knowing what was happening both of Phil's hands were tangled in Steve's hair, the silky soft strands 
sliding between his fingers as dry, warm lips met his own. The arm around his back tightened it's hold, pulling 
him closer as those bitten lips explored. Steve's tongue darted out, parring with his own. The camera was 
forgotten as the world around them dissolved. Phil opened his eyes (when had they closed?) to see Steve's 


warm eyes half closed in bliss. 


Denim rubbed against wood as Phil tried to get through to Steve, reminding him what he was living for and 
hopefully reaching him where words failed. They'd been together too long, been through too much together as 
mates for Steve to keep shutting him out and turning away. Seconds that seemed like hours passed as their 
kiss deepened, taking breath from each other as the heavens circled and fell around them. 


That damned guitar shifted again and pushed Steve's hips into his own. Razor sharp hip bones dug through the 
frayed denim, a stiffened lump thrusting against his own suddenly tight jeans. 


Animalistic noises filled Phil's ears, grunts and wet sounds, as his hearing rushed back. His hands were still 
locked in Steve's hair, pulling on it roughly and tugging his head down onto his. One of his legs was wrapped 
around Steve's spindly leg. Steve no longer seemed like he would fall over but Phil felt himself melting towards 


the floor. 
Heavy fingers tapped roughly on his shoulder, Ross was barely visible under the bright lights as he stepped 
back and waited for the two men to separate themselves. The hand on his arse stopped kneading as it realized 


Phil was no longer returning the kiss. 


Scanning the room quickly, Phil saw Ross’ assistants openly staring at them, some with dropped jaws and a few 


of the men with looks of disgust. He quickly released Steve's hair and tried to back away, they'd all been 
affectionate in private before, but never semi-publicly, not like this. Steve clung on, his breathing heavy as he 
sucked in ratty breaths through his swollen lips. His eyes were still rimmed in red, and a bright flush was 


sitting high on his cheeks. It brought out the redder highlights in the roots of his hair. "Phil," he whispered. 


Crooking a corner of his mouth sadly, Phil gave a quick squeeze to Steve's hip before turning him around to 
face the camera again. His guitar swung forward and covered what would have been difficult to explain had 
anyone asked. Phil had no such luxury for himself, but he could handle things. Steve couldn't. Keeping an arm 


around Steve's lower back, he tried to be the rock that Steve needed, half embarrassed it had gotten to this 
point and half saddened with the knowledge he couldn't give Steve what he needed. 


"I think that's enough for today, gentlemen" Ross already had his camera half torn apart. Phil didn't care for 
the way he stressed the word ‘gentlemen’, this from the man who had photographed most of them in the 
nude, and seemed to have a special pictorial attachment to Rick's derrière. It was now that Steve seemed to 


discover the people around him, the assistants still gawking like they'd never seen two men before. 


"C'mon, Steve." He had to push Steve out of the lights and off the white backdrop. The nervous, paranoid Steve 
was back in full force, perhaps realizing he'd just made a rather sizable mistake in judgment. He tremoured 
visibly as Phil lead him over to the cases, putting away the guitar for him. He had to pull it from Steve's 
grasping hands. Guitarless and bottleless, Steve shrunk in on himself, every bit the little lost boy waiting for a 
kind word from his father. Phil picked up both cases in one hand, taking Steve's hand with his free one. "Let's 
get you back to Lo." 


Lo was the last person he needed to be around now, their explosive relationship seemingly always on the rocks. 
He was lost though, there was nowhere else to send Steve. No place healthy where he could be looked after. 
Dropping him off at a rehab facility where he really needed to be again wasn't cool. Delicate fingers twined 
with his own, the barest of squeezes breaking Phil's heart. 


They pushed through the double aluminum doors out into the car park, the midday sun not half as bright as 
the lamps in the studio had been They would leave Steve's Jaguar here until later. Ross wouldn't mind. One 

accident had been enough for the band. Phil loaded the cases in the boot as Steve stood by, cigarette dangling 
from his lips and hair blowing in the wind. "It's ok mate. We'll be here for you." He gave Steve a quick peck on 


the cheek and made for the driver's side, watching from the corner of his eye to make sure Steve got in. 


Turning the keys, he again looked over at Steve, who was already belted in and picking at a frayed spot on his 
leg. He was noddling slightly, either he was back to being pissed or listening to the music he heard in his head. 


"Steve?" Phil reached a hand over to him and touched his thigh. 


"This isolation is the king of pain. A lost horizon in an ocean of flames." Steve spoke simply and went back to 
pulling on the fray. He wasn't one to usually come up with words like that, and certainly not that cryptically. 
"Take me home." The blonde/reddish curtain covered his face, he'd hidden himself away from Phil again. Sighing, 


Phil drove the car out of the car park knowing he was slowly losing his best mate and couldn't do a damned 


thing about it. His gold watch glinted brightly in the harsh sun, reminding him that everything in life was a 


choice. 


He just hoped Steve made the right choice soon 


